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Genesee man makes miniature working engines 

Don Herman enjoys craft he started as a hobby in the 1960s 

 

By Lorraine Nelson 

of Target Publications 

 

GENESEE – Long before he started, Don Hermann was thinking 

about the miniature tractor he would like to make someday. 

 

"Every time I get near a piece of wood, it splits. 

Metal is a little more forgiving." 

                                       -Don Hermann 

 

He wanted the engine compartment to be open, so the gears and the 

crank-shaft were visible. He saw a picture of a fully restored 1911-

1914 International Harvester on the cover of Antique Power 

magazine. It was 25 horse-power and ran on kerosene. Hermann 

telephoned the owner, who lived in Pennsylvania. "He told me I 

couldn't make one,” Hermann recalled. That was enough of a 

challenge to make sure he would give it a try.  

 

Hermann had already made several working miniature engines. His 

interest in the hobby started in the 1960s when he added a small 

lathe to the collection of tools in his farm shop. He decided he 

wanted to do more with the lathe than just repair 

equipment, so he bought a casting kit for a miniature four-cylinder, 

gas powered engine. That was the first one he made. 

 

Throughout his career as a farmer, Hermann built several other 

engines, some from casting kits and others from scratch. Now 



age 74 and retired, he continues to pursue the hobby in his farm 

shop east of Genesee where, in addition to the standard farm shop 

tools, he has a much larger lathe and a milling machine. 

 

Hermann learned from the man in Pennsylvania there was another 

fully restored 1911-1914 International Harvester tractor at 

Crosby, N.D. He and his wife, Donna, made three trips there to see 

it, measure it and take pictures. He believes the tractor at Crosby 

and the one in Pennsylvania may be the only two of that kind in the 

country. He figures he researched the tractor for about a year, from 

1994 to 1995, before he started to build it. 

 

Hermann located and purchased some engine castings for the 

tractor from a man in South Carolina, but he had to construct the 

rest from scratch. "I laid awake nights tying to figure out how to 

make it work," he said. He is proud to say of all the parts he had to 

make himself, he never had to do one over. He didn't dare make the 

wooden parts, however. Those were done by his son-in-law, Larry 

Schwartz of Lewiston. "Every time I get near a piece of 

wood, it splits,” Hermann said. "Metal is a little more forgiving.” 

 

He built the tractor one-eighth of its original size. The rear-wheel 

diameter is 8.75 inches and the tractor is 12.375 inches wide. It 

runs mostly on camp stove gas, but can also operate on three, 9-

volt batteries. He finished it in 1999 and the next year he took it to 

the Pacific Rim International Medal Engineering Exhibition in 

Eugene, Ore. He returned with a first-place ribbon in the category 

for farm and industrial internal combustion engines. 

 

“There are a lot of people doing this," Hermann said. "I didn't realize 

it until I got into it.” He has met a couple of other men closer to 

home who share his hobby, which makes it more enjoyable. He is 

currently working on a vacuum engine. Instead of working on it six 

to eight hours a day, however, like he did when he was building the 

tractor, he puts in half days. 

 

Hermann has quite a collection of engines he's built. One of his 

heat-transfer engines is displayed on a table inside the front door of 



his home. The heat from a tiny, 7-watt bulb lifts the piston, which 

turns a metal wheel. His wife listened while he explained it to a 

visitor, and then she said jokingly, "Everyone should have one of 

these in their home, don't you think?" "There really isn't any use for 

any of these," Hermann said later, while looking at the display of 

engines in his shop. "They're just something to play with." 

 

These are miniature engines built by Don Hermann of rural  

Genesee. The engine pictured at top is the newest and is a vacuum 

engine, to the right is a two-cylinder gas engine and at the bottom is 

an alcohol or propane fueled heat-transfer engine.  

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 



 


